St John of the Cross and X-Ray Specs
While I lament the removal of the full-size ‘T-Rex’ model dinosaur from the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery at least the Pre-Raphaelite exhibition remains.  The use of light in these pictures has always fascinated me even if, one of my favourite artists, Holman Hunt, doesn’t appear to be able to paint birds!!  His most famous picture ‘The Light of the World’ hangs not in Brum but in Keble College Chapel and in St Paul’s Cathedral.  It is a visual representation of verses in the Book of Revelation and shows Jesus, lantern in hand, patiently knocking on the door of a person’s life waiting to be let in since the handle is on the inside.

Holman Hunt’s work captures the beginning and the end of a Christian’s journey of faith in response to the Baptismal call “come follow me”.  Baptism is the first of the seven sacraments.  In the Bible the number 7 represents perfection.  The Anointing of the sick – given to those who are frail, elderly or who have a serious, life-threatening illness of mind or body – completes a Christian’s sacramental passage in this world in preparation for the next.

The priest begins by silently laying hands on the sick person’s head “echoing” the prayer-gesture of confirmation to ‘send out’ the person on a new phase of their baptismal mission to preach the gospel to all people in all circumstances of their lives.  This is followed by the person’s forehead and hands being anointed with oil traced in the form of a crucifix.  

The visual representation of God’s love of the cross made three times upon each person before they are baptised, returns thrice more.  The sick person becomes a special witness to the passion, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ by reproducing in their ‘frail bodies the pattern of his glorious risen body.’  The priest proclaims this as he prays:

“Through this holy anointing may the Lord in his love and mercy help you with grace of the holy spirit.  May the Lord who frees you up from sin save you and raise you up.”

The life-long mission to preach Jesus’ gospel to the ‘whole of creation’ enters its final stages in those who are frail, elderly and seriously ill.  Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI taught that the extent of a person’s total response to this call needs to be “X-Rayed from this point of view.  What is in question is the advancement of persons, not just the multiplying of things people can use.”  (Redemptor Hominis, 16).  Not what they have acquired but what kind of person they have become.
In Baptism we receive the ‘seed of eternal life’.  In other words, we carry throughout our time on earth the means of our own and nature’s ultimate salvation.  This is what is meant by the phrase the “world’s redemption”.  John Paul II in his World Day of the Sick message, 2000 said that those who are anointed “preserve in their own sufferings a very special particle of the infinite treasure of the world’s redemption, and can share this treasure with others.”  He could also have added and the ‘whole of creation’.  In mediaeval art the redemption of human beings and nature was graphically illustrated by leaves sprouting from every part of a crucifix.

The Anointing of the Sick reminds us that our life’s vocation has been to nurture and cultivate the ‘seed of eternal life’ in ourselves and others through our response to God’s call to be stewards of each other and the environment.  To contemplate the face of Christ in wounds of humanity and the scars inflicted on nature and be inspired to bathe them.
St John of the Cross had the ability to see the indelible three dimensional imprint of God’s love within the natural and human world.  He invited everyone to acknowledge this reality by pouring in love where there appeared to be none visible.  The contemporary urgency of this mission is expressed by the soul singer Stevie Wonder in his album Songs in the Key of Life:  “love needs love today”.  In other words, destructive forces triumph in human community and the natural world if the self-giving of love is taken for granted and not continually renewed.

John contemplated Christ in nature and especially in each person, particularly the sick.  He lavished love on them.  Both before and after he became a priest he spoke of wanting the job of looking after them, called, in religious houses, ‘Infirmarian’ for life.  This was because they were “missionaries” to him enabling him to have a deeper and deeper relationship with God’s son.  St Camillus de Lellis had a similar reaction.  He famously sent a message to a Cardinal who had called unexpectedly “Tell him I can’t see him now, I am busy attending to the Lord.”

Christoph Schönborn, commenting on the Anointing of the Sick in his book Living the Catechism of the Catholic Church, Volume 2 (p116-118) brings these reflections together when he observes:

In the German-speaking world, when someone is ill, we occasionally speak of Heimsuchung.  This lovely old word means two things: that here is a trial, a form of suffering, but also that behind the trial stands Someone who is addressing us, who is knocking on the door of our heart and, yes, is “calling us home”.

He goes on to state that the Catechism mentions three effects of the sacrament:

(1) The strengthening by the Holy Spirit in the distress of illness; (2) the grace of uniting a sick person’s suffering with Christ because he or she is “in a certain way … consecrated to the work of salvation”; (3) a contribution “to the good of all”.

(ccc 1520-22).

Finally, the Cardinal concludes:

We all too easily forget that, by the grace of Christ, being sick is a hidden but profoundly efficacious apostolate.  Mother Teresa insisted that every one of her sisters have “behind her” someone who, by offering up his illness, would help the sister to carry out her apostolate.

Fr Peter J Conley
